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Since I took office in 1997, I have traveled throughout the 2nd Congressional District talking to many of North Florida's 71,000 veterans.  These heroic men and women, who served our country with honor and distinction, continually raise valid concerns on crucial issues such as the need for quality healthcare and immediate access to this care.  Unquestionably, caring for our veterans should be one of our nation's most important priorities, but with increasing budget constraints and a new generation of wounded soldiers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan, it is clear that we have a huge challenge when addressing the needs of our veterans today and tomorrow.  

With a soaring national debt, out of control deficit spending, and funding problems within the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA), difficult choices are before the public and Congress with respect to our nation's budget priorities.  However, we cannot promote fiscal restraint on the backs of our veterans who have already sacrificed enough for our country.  In order to adequately fund programs that are vital to veterans, Congress must have a realistic and honest portrayal of the funds that are needed and the number of new veterans entering the VA medical system and then make spending cuts in other areas to fund these programs.  

Unfortunately, the Administration has not been forthcoming about the funding needs of our veterans.  Last year, the Administration acknowledged a $1 billion shortfall in veterans' healthcare funding for 2005.  However, when all was said and done, this funding gap was closer to $3 billion, affecting both 2005 and 2006.  I worked in Congress to fix this shortfall with the passage of an emergency supplemental appropriations bill totaling $1.5 billion.  

The funding problems don't end there.  More than 260,000 veterans nationwide who applied to receive healthcare at the VA in 2005 were turned away because of the Administration's decision to limit veterans' access to VA hospitals, clinics and medications.  In Florida alone, over 27,000 veterans were denied access to VA-provided healthcare.  

Refusing to recognize this injustice and considerable strain on our veterans, the Administration this year proposed a new $250 enrollment fee and an increase in co-payments on prescriptions from $8 to $15 for certain veterans.  This was the fourth year in a row that the Administration has recommended higher fees and co-payments in its budget request, and Congress consistently rejects these proposals.  While the Administration's request boosts the VA budget by 10 percent, this is dependent on the new healthcare user fee and the doubling of drug co-payments, making this increase superficial at best.  We should increase funding for veterans programs by making cuts in other areas, not by taking it out of our veterans' own pockets.

As in years past, I rejected the Administration's proposed increase in enrollment fees and prescription co-payments in the Military Quality of Life Appropriations Act for 2007, along with other members of the House Appropriations Committee.  The House will vote on this legislation this week, which provides a total of $136 billion in mandatory and discretionary funds for veterans programs.  

While this is a substantial increase compared to last year's funding levels, there is still more that Congress can do to honor our commitment to America's veterans.  I supported an amendment that would provide an additional $1.82 billion for veterans' healthcare in 2007.  This amendment specifically helped fund initiatives in mental health and prosthetics, two of the biggest challenges facing the VA since the Iraq War.  Unfortunately, this amendment was not included in the Military Quality of Life Appropriations bill, but the overall increase in funding for our veterans in the bill is a step in the right direction.

As thousands more soldiers come back from Iraq and Afghanistan, it is our duty to provide sufficient resources so that our veterans can receive the quality care they were promised and they deserve.  Through adequate federal funding and honest budgeting, we can protect current programs and honor the commitment we made to our veterans.  As a Vietnam veteran, I've long understood the sanctity of this commitment, and I'll keep working to make sure we keep it.
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